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Claire Oxford
Professor Román-Odio
SPAN 380 — Cultural Productions of the Borderlands
14 November 2017
Reflection #3: Conclusions from CEL
This morning’s presentation went wonderfully, and I was moved by the remarks that
some of the students in my group made about their community-engaged learning experience.
Especially when I heard Felicity’s comment that whenever Eric and I came into the room she
smiled, I thought about how I had felt the same way each Tuesday during our lessons at
Columbia Elementary. One of the best outcomes of this course, for me at least, has been taking
part in a learning process that goes both ways. For instance, I learned, in part, how to be a better
teacher and mentor figure for children in a neighboring community, and they learned more about
borderlands in stories and in their own lives. Today during the presentation in Gund Commons, I
also considered the geographic symbolism of us crossing the border into Columbia Elementary
for lessons and them crossing the border into Kenyon College for their presentation. I thought of
this movement between academic contexts as a form of personal sharing and exchange, and of
the positive relationship-building that can occur when members of neighboring communities
traverse the boundaries that can exist between them.
Along this train of thought concerning ways to forge connections between neighboring
communities rather than allow divisions to arise, through this experience I was able to further
learn how to connect with students who were perhaps shier and more on the margins of our class
discussions at the beginning of the semester. For instance, today at our presentation I noticed that
three of our quieter students were holding back from sharing with people who were looking at
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their posters. I approached two of the boys who were standing together, Cameron and Jordan,
and asked them how they were doing, if they were a little nervous being at Kenyon in front of
people they didn’t know, and what they were excited about doing later that day. Once they
started talking to me, a relatively familiar face, about safer subjects, they more easily transitioned
to elaborating on their drawings with a woman who had just approached our presentation station.
I was thrilled that both of them had, at least once, told someone new about their work and the
thought that they put into it, and I congratulated them afterwards. Felicity had also told me,
before this presentation, that she didn’t like to speak in front of people (in our own small groups
she didn’t hardly spoke at all during the first one or two classes), and even though she generally
didn’t share with passerbys, she did have a moment of elaborating on her illustration and seemed
relieved afterwards. When we were all saying goodbye she came up and hugged me four times
and said she didn’t want to leave! Moments like these, of helping students feel more comfortable
with themselves by relating to stories and trusting me enough as a teacher to share their thoughts
and feelings, are what made the community-engaged learning course so incredibly fulfilling and
rewarding.
Looking ahead to my life after graduation, lessons that I have learned about teaching and
connecting with new communities are definitely something I will carry with me as I transition to
life in new contexts. This CEL experience, acting both as a mentor and as a connection to the
neighboring community of Kenyon for my Columbia students, has better prepared me for
potentially similar teaching positions in the near future. For instance, I’ve applied to an English
Teaching Assistant position with Fulbright and to be a mentor with City Year in Boston, and
both of these jobs emphasize fostering meaningful relationships with the surrounding community
as a key objective. As a CEL teaching assistant, I improved my teaching and interpersonal
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abilities by having to prepare lesson plans that were geared towards engaging a small group of
fifth graders. In order to do this, Eric and I thought about what sorts of questions and creative
exercises would help the students cross the border that exists between fiction and their personal
lives in order to help them better relate to the texts and to the theme of borderlands, division, and
inclusion. This approach culminated in their final presentation, in which the students had to
either draw a character from one of the stories into their lives, or draw themselves into a scene
from one of the stories or poems we had read together. I was impressed with the illustrations they
came up with and the descriptions they had, and felt proud that they had accomplished this
daunting task of presenting their ideas and projects. What they did wasn’t necessarily easy; they
presented to familiar and strange faces alike, in Columbia Elementary’s gym and at Kenyon’s
own Gund Commons. The way in which I, and the students, crossed borders and navigated
different contexts together brought meaning to this CEL experience, and I will carry this with me
as I adapt to new communities and attempt to build bridges professionally and personally in the
future.

